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Sound has always fascinated me. Music too. I could sing before I could talk, according 

to my parents, and I started playing the violin when I was five. I still play it; after 

almost 45 years as a professional musician, I still love it! And all that time, I kept my 

ears open for every kind of sound there was… So, about ten years ago, I started making 

field recordings of the sound I encountered. I integrated some of them into my 

soundscapes and compositions, which you can hear on my web site. But all these sounds 

have a life of their own, pure and unchanged. I edited these tracks from many, many 

hours of raw sound. Nothing was altered, except for the compression necessary to 

create mp3s. Please enjoy this panorama of sound, which is a tiny fraction of what you 

can hear around the US! 

 

 

 
 

 
  

 

 



TRACK NOTES AMERICAN PLACES 

 

1. As almost everyone knows, New Orleans was slammed with a major hurricane 

in September 2005. My wife and I visited the city in March 2006, and found it 

"bloody but unbowed" as the old poem reads. In this track you hear a distant 

trumpet playing "What A Wonderful World," highly appropriate for a city that 

has come close to being wiped off the face of the earth. Soon you hear two 

women washing the sidewalk, talking about government corruption, a constant 

theme in Louisiana for a hundred years and more. Guys unload a truck, 

laughing and jiving like they've done for decades. And always, the birds keep 

singing… 

 

2. Springfield, Oregon, is a tough and gritty town. The lumber mills and paper 

factories have mostly shut down; unemployment was high in 2003, and it hasn't 

come down much if at all. There's lots of activity in one of the local thrift stores, 

filled with shoppers looking for bargains and people sorting donations, in this 

case furniture that's being pushed around. 

 

3. Barstow is a sun-blasted California town on the edge of the Mojave Desert. 

Huge numbers of freight trains come through to supply the millions of residents 

of Southern California. This recording was made in the old passenger station, 

unused for years except by birds nesting up under the roof. They sing constantly, 

trains or no trains. 

 

4. The short Street Talk recordings illustrate a tiny bit of the rich variety of speech 

you can hear on the streets of New Orleans every day! 

 

5. Just off Frenchman Street, the new "in" place for music in New Orleans, a 

Japanese lounge singer was entertaining a group of Japanese tourists with the 

door wide open, while just down the street a euphonium player was warming up 

his white plastic instrument, and his lips. Maybe he was on his way to a 

rehearsal or a job, or maybe just blowing for the fun of it… After all, there's lots 

of fun in New Orleans! 

 

6. Primm used to be just a wide spot in the road, the first place over the Nevada 

border from California, thus the first place a Californian could satisfy the urge 

to gamble. So the usual enormous hotels eventually got built. One of them has a 

roller coaster running around the outside of the building, which stays in 

operation long into the warm desert nights. 

 

7. Recorded from our deck at home. You can hear the distant rumbling of holiday 

fireworks. One of the neighbors was whistling at a wild turkey, teasing it while it 

was trying to sleep in a tree. The turkeys are real pests hereabouts. They eat lots 

of fruits and vegetables from people's gardens, but it's against the law to shoot 

them. So, no roast turkey for us… 

 

 

 

 



 

 

8. Fisherman's Wharf is one of the biggest tourist spots in San Francisco. The 

drumming is from a seller of fresh crabs, who uses his knives as drumsticks to 

entertain the crowd. The Musée Mechanique, farther along on the walk, houses 

old coin-operated musical instruments and games from the early 20th century. 

The  maniacal laughter at the end is from Laughing Sal, a more-than-life-size 

figure with a primitively-recorded laugh track. She scared generations of small 

children at Playland, a San Francisco amusement park demolished decades ago. 

 

9. The background sound of the Las Vegas casinos never changes much. It is 

constant, 24 hours a day. In my opinion, those casinos are among the most 

bizarre places I've EVER visited. 

 

10. This is a venerable San Francisco tradition. Every April First, the Saint Stuped's 

Day faithful gather near the Ferry Building on the waterfront, for pointless fun 

and a parade. All around is a riot of chaotic costumes, signboards, even parade 

floats. Nothing on Saint Stuped's Day is supposed to make sense. Even the 

spelling of the beloved Saint's name is incorrect, deliberately! Maybe it's like an 

old Motley Fool celebration or something like that… 

 

11. The noise from a popular music store near the University of California in Berkeley. 

The slapping sounds are CD boxes being browsed. You don't hear that much anymore 

in this era of downloaded music. 

 

12. This picnic was on Labor Day, unfortunately one of the last such celebrations in the 

US. It's a paradox that many Americans are very strongly against labor unions, but will 

still celebrate Labor Day, which the unions created, along with five-day work weeks etc. 

Anyway, there was still plenty of Polish being spoken at the picnic, and a boombox 

featuring a failing cassette player, sounding like it had a case of seasickness. Nobody 

seemed to care… 

 

13. Where else could you hear a Rachmaninoff love theme played on the Muzak while 

fish heads are being whacked off? The 99 Ranch is part of a chain of Asian markets 

throughout California. Lots of Caucasians shop there now, looking for bargains that 

they don't find in the big chains like Safeway. One such Caucasian is ordering food to 

go, at the end, using "simple" English. Hmmmm… 

 

14. See Track 4. 

 

15. I don't remember anything about this weird musical toy. I wish I did… The Mission 

District is a heavily Latino neighborhood of San Francisco, where you often hear far 

more Spanish than English, and you find shops filled with unusual things... 

 

16. Morning song in St. Louis Cathedral. 

 

17.  There is a strange and wonderful place, the Amargosa Opera House, between Los 

Angeles and Las Vegas on the road to Death Valley. A dancer, Marta Becker, had a car 

breakdown forty-plus years ago, and found this broken-down theater and hotel. She 

bought and restored them, and began giving one-woman performances of plays she 



adapted and wrote, besides painting huge murals of audiences along all the sides of the 

theater. Eventually Marta and her theater were "discovered," and tourists--many of 

them from Europe--now make their way to Death Valley Junction, for tours (Marta just 

retired from performing, at almost 90!), or spending the night in the hotel, each of 

whose rooms contains murals and other decorations with a different theme. The 

building creaks and groans with the desert winds, and at least one of the rooms is said 

to be haunted. For more information on the Opera House, please visit its website: 

http://www.amargosa-opera-house.com/ 

 

18. I never get tired of the sounds in New Orleans. This is a typical mix of music, birds, 

and a train (you hear them from all over the city). 

 

19.  See Track 4. 

 

20. San Francisco has its famous cable cars, Lisbon has its little trolleys that climb the 

hills to the old city, and New Orleans has its restored streetcars from early in the 20th 

century. After the devastation of Hurricane Katrina, the city worked very hard to repair 

the tracks to get the streetcars up and running quickly; they became symbols of a city 

pulling itself together and getting back on its feet. The all-wood interiors are 

meticulously maintained, although the cars have modern fare-collecting boxes. 

 

21. Here's a sound you hear a lot in the American suburbs, noisy gasoline-powered 

weed cutters. Usually you don't hear three of them at the same time… They sound like a 

swarm of very large and very angry bees… 

 

22. More background sound from Las Vegas. Sounds different from the Stardust in 

Track 9, yet somehow the same… 

 

23. A fine carillon in the bell tower of St. Louis Cathedral, New Orleans! 

 

24. The birds have to get the "last word" here! No question about it... 

 

The tracks from 2003-2006 were recorded on two Sony MZR-50 minidiscs, with stereo 

mics mounted on a dummy set of headphones, for a binaural effect. Thanks to Aaron 

Ximm for lending me his machine in 2006 when mine suddenly went silent. The 2010 

tracks were recorded on a Zoom H2 with no external micas, so there is no binaural 

effect. 

 



 
 

After the Katrina Deluge, New Orleans 

 



 
 

Amargosa Hotel, Death Valley Junction California 

 

 
 

French Quarter At Night 1, New Orleans 



 

French Quarter At Night 2 

 



French Quarter By Day 2 

 

French Quarter By Day 3 

 



French Quarter By Day 4 

 

Jackson Square, New Orleans 

 

Las Vegas 



 

Ship of the Desert, Primm, Nevada 

 

Somewhere in Louisiana 
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